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“The Australian Labor Party’s critics try 
to say that the party is soft on unions. 
We’re not. But we do understand them. 
And if the Australian Labor Party is elect­
ed to Government it is that understanding 
which will avoid most strikes before they 
even start... The picture in this advertise­
ment is interesting for a couple of reasons. 
It shows the man who is probably going 
to be our next Prime Minister ... and the 
man who is probably going to be our next 
Minister for Labor ... around a conference 
table with the President of the ACTU.
“The fact that this picture could be tak­
en at all demonstrates an ability to  com­
municate. It is difficult to imagine the 
current Prime Minister and his Minister 
for Labor working with the President of 
the ACTU. They work against him.”
-  From an A L P  election ad­
vertisement.
*
During the  1972 election campaign, Mr. 
Whitlam returned again and again to  the 
them e tha t the Labor Party represented 
the whole com m unity, tha t only a Labor 
Government could bring about co-operat- 
ion between business, unions and govern­
m ent for national developm ent and a 
more equal society. This them e o f a tr i­
partite co-operation o f capital, labor and 
government could perhaps have been dis­
missed as an image-building exercise of 
m oderation, as it was linked w ith an as­
surance that a Labor Government would 
lessen industrial strife by reversing the 
confrontationist anti-union policies of the 
Liberal-Country Party coalition.
However, Mr. Whitlam again returned 
to  the same them e in his speech at the 
recent ALP Federal Conference, which 
elected Mr. Hawke as ALP Federal Presi­
dent. The Prime Minister issued a clear, 
though low-key, warning to  the  unions 
that he believed widespread strike action 
threatened the  Labor Government. The 
workers’ movement has surged to  new lev-
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els since the  elections, showing a healthy 
scepticism towards the idea tha t all w ork­
ers’ problems will be solved if only these 
are left to  government action from  on top. 
Given the intractable reality o f capitalist 
society, workers’ action is likely to  in­
crease.
Mr. Whitlam may have expressed his bas­
ic philosophy at the ALP Conference when 
he said that " th e  Government does not 
want to  control the unions, any more than 
it w ants to  control business.” Yet the is­
sue o f control is increasingly coming to 
the fore as a major question in many in­
dustrial struggles. It will certainly be pres­
ent as an issue at the Septem ber ACTU 
Congress, w hether or not it emerges very 
clearly or openly.
More and more frequently, control forc­
es itself in to  workers’ consciousness -  
NOT as an abstraction, bu t as a necessity 
precisely in order to  wage the fight for 
the workers’ industrial and social demands. 
In a capitalist econom y, the  balance of 
power betw een “business” and workers is 
not at all even; almost all the advantages 
lie with capital. If a Labor Government is 
no t going to  control business, then the 
workers have to  exert their own control, 
which means forcible intervention on a 
number o f issues. These include not only 
wages and hours, bu t also conditions o f 
work (e.g., the pace o f work on product­
ion lines). Workers’ rights, as people, to 
human dignity and to  a say in control o f 
their own labor are becoming major issues. 
Even more radical dem ands are projected: 
w orkers’ control over the  purpose and 
goal o f their work. These are only just be­
ginning to grip workers’ minds, sparked off 
by the NSW builders laborers’ actions 
which give industrial muscle to  the grass­
roots movements by  people to  control 
their own environm ent and living. The 
vast potential o f this type o f independent 
workers’ action strikes fear into the hearts 
o f those who own and control the econo­
my.
It is therefore tim ely to  examine some 
o f the experiences o f the workers’ control 
movement and the responses to  this in the 
various social classes, and in political trends 
of Right, Left and Centre. The ruling class 
is quite clear: they  correctly see the w ork­
ers’ control idea as the  worst menace o f 
all. Yet there are at least tw o trends o f 
thought evident in ruling class opinion -  
the fundam entalist and the integrative.
The fundam entalists want flat-footed con­
frontation  to  fight and smash the idea, the 
movement and those who advocate it.
When the NSW power workers creatively 
controlled the generation and distribution 
of electricity in pursuit o f the 35-hour 
week, Mr. John  Darling (executive d irect­
or, NSW Em ployers’ Federation) put the 
fundam entalist position very precisely.
Darling appeared on the ABC radio ses­
sion PM, along w ith Jock Syme, a rank 
and file power worker, who showed clear­
ly tha t these workers were deciding upon 
and supplying adequate power for industry 
-- and so the Askin Governm ent’s restric t­
ions were deliberately designed to  lay off 
hundreds o f thousands of workers. Darling 
reacted angrily:
"T hat is not your prerogative; your job 
is to  do  what you’re to ld .”
A recent R yd g e’s Journal article on the 
struggle for perm anency in the building in­
dustry  put the  issue just as starkly:
"T he issue, stripped bare o f its polemics, 
is simply a m atter o f who is to  run the 
building industry .”
The article outlined the elitist ideas 
which are basic to  the  resistance to  w ork­
ers’ control:
“ ... the  beginnings o f high rise office 
blocks, which spawned a new industrial 
grouping in team s o f laborers needed to 
wheel, lift, shove and generally muscle ma­
terials around projects which have been 
masterm inded well in advance by brain 
pow er which is largely absent a fter the 
construction work gets under w ay.” (Em ­
phasis added.)
In conclusion, the article quotes Mr. 
Martin o f the Master Builders’ Association, 
tha t the MBA has “ ... given the lead to 
o ther industries facing worker control and 
anarchy ... ”
The fundam entalist approach perfectly 
expresses the capitalist class instinct that 
they face a new and serious threat in 
the w orker control movement.
More sophisticated capitalist thinking 
sees the need to  meet the new dem and 
by absorbing it. “Worker participation” 
and “job  enrichm ent” are its catchcries. 
This thinking is part of the new strategy 
for industrial relations, the “package-deal’' 
industrial agreem ent which concedes cert­
ain dem ands as inevitable, tying them  to 
industrial peace guaranteed by the unions, 
and striving to  introduce form s o f econo­
mic sanctions. This integrative strategy is 
more dangerous than the fundamentalist.
A nother article in Rydge's Journal (May 
1973) discusses this approach in relation 
to  the NSW power workers’ claim for the 
35-hour week. Criticising the flat-footed re­
jection o f the 35 hours claim by the NSW 
Industrial Commission, the article puts the 
alternatives this way:
“ ... what this (the power industry) judg­
ment has done is drive a num ber o f claims 
for the 35-hour week into the field o f d i­
rect action. Even the m oderate NSW Labor 
Council was staggered ... advocating a cam­
paign in the Electricity Commission which 
‘would inevitably involve workers in d i­
rect industrial action .’ Realising tha t a 35- 
hour week was inevitable, sooner or later, 
on the wharves, em ployers made the  most 
o f the  situation by conceding it in a pack­
age deal tha t had as much in it for them ­
selves as anyone ... It is obviously more 
desirable to  grant concessions this way than 
for an em ployer, his back against the wall 
after a long series o f industrial unrest, to  
make such an offer as a last resort.”
An interesting foo tno te  to  this comm ent 
is the result o f the elections in the Syd­
ney Branch o f the Waterside W orkers’ Fed­
eration. John  Healy and Rick Divers hand­
somely won two o f the four fulltim e posi­
tions contested, as part o f  a team  whose 
program proclaimed “ Amend Contract 
NOW is main election issue.”
Issues raised by the w orker control m o­
vement also concern the various trends in 
the labor movement. Mr. John Ducker has 
becom e an advocate o f job  enrichm ent and 
the overcoming o f alienation through parti­
cipation. This had the hum orous sidelight 
o f Mr. Ducker quoting from  Ken Coates 
and o ther British advocates o f w orkers’ 
control in his speech to  the NSW ALP Con­
ference, while supporting the industrial re­
port presented to  the same Conference -  
which strongly condemned w orkers’ control.
The Dunstan Government in South Aus­
tralia has taken up w orkers’ participation. 
The report prepared by a com m ittee ap­
pointed by  Dunstan has received the sup­
port o f em ployers and Liberal Party lead­
ers. Some o f the ideas advanced by the 
ACTU leadership, including joint union- 
capitalist business ventures, also tend in 
the  same direction.
Clarity on the issues posed by w orkers’ 
control -  and ruling class responses of 
outright confrontation and integration purs­
ued simultaneously - is very necessary in 
the  Left. There are qu ite  d ifferent attitudes 
here, too. One is Left-fundam entalist: work 
ers’ control is only possible when the  w ork­
ers have taken political power; its advocacy 
as a tactic in the class struggle under capi­
talism is adventurism, anarchism, tro tsky ­
ism o r whatever label represents the  user’s 
pet phobia. This Left conservatism is best 
represented by the SPA group, pursuing its 
brand o f anti-communism and its strategy 
of the united front on top , through the 
opening to  the “ Centre-Left” in the union 
movement.
O ther revolutionary trends tend to  dis­
cuss workers’ control from  the viewpoint 
o f doctrinal purity.
Some see workers’ control as a danger 
or at least a diversion cutting across or 
replacing o ther form s o f struggle. Theore­
tically this is discussed in term s o f it be­
ing conceived as a strategy rather than a 
tactic, thus deluding the working class 
into believing they can destroy the  power 
o f capital in one factory a t a time. Some 
rather esoteric debates are conducted on 
these lines, w ithout ever really affecting 
the  workers’ movement.
These debates recall Lenin’s quote from  
Goethe: "Theory, m y friend, is grey; ever­
green is the tree o f  eternal life. ” Insofar 
as this particular debate examines actual 
experience, it concentrates on  one aspect: 
the fight against layoffs (Harco, South 
Clifton, the Opera House struggles in 
NSW; the UCS struggle on the  Clyde). 
Leaving aside the extrem ist fringe which 
sees “ stalinist plots” and “reform ist be­
trayals” as the only obstacles to  general 
strikes and /o r revolutionary uprising, the 
real problem lies in failure to  see the  mo­
vement for worker control in its actual 
developm ent, in life and not just as an is­
sue in doctrinal disputes.
An im portant illustration o f the po ten t­
ial in the workers’ control idea is to  be 
found in the NSW power industry. This is 
still going on, and it is not yet decided. 
Whatever the outcom e, this struggle is a 
new and qualitative advance in the power 
o f the  worker control idea, and its value 
as a means o f  struggle NOT just against 
sackings but in pursuit o f  industrial de­
mands.
The power industry is a natural for the 
35-hour week; as long ago as 1969 an 
ACTU Congress selected it as one o f three 
industries to  make the breakthrough on 
hours. Its technology and productivity are 
very advanced, and therefore its capacity 
to  pay for increased leisure; and the need 
for shorter hours is obvious, b o th  as a 
measure against redundancy and also to 
meet the new strains upon workers pro­
duced by technological advance.
Well over two years ago, power w ork­
ers began a purposeful action campaign 
to  win the 35-hour week. By a variety 
o f means, it was thw arted: by  the  Electri­
city Commission’s use o f professional en ­
gineers as strikebreakers, and finally its 
diversion into arbitration. After 18 m onths 
of costly and solemn legal argument, the 
answer was a flat NO (justified by flagrant­
ly dishonest arguments).
Power workers learnt a lot from  this ex­
perience, and no t just about arbitration. 
They also learnt the inadequacy of Right- 
wing m ethods, the  need to  rely upon their 
own strength and how to  apply this creat­
ively. Through thinking deeply about the 
ideas o f w orkers’ control -  at a key m eet­
ing o f delegates held at Newcastle, speak­
ers constantly referred to  booklets about 
Harco and UCS struggles -  power workers 
developed the idea o f taking over and con 
trolling power generation and supply. In 
a genuinely dem ocratic way, from  below, 
salaried and wages division employees 
worked out their own tactics of struggle. 
These have still to  be recorded in all 
their richness and variety. In essence, the 
m ethod used was reduction o f power sup­
ply and control over its distribution. To 
achieve this, the  workers had to  meet 
and defeat the use o f professional engin­
eers as strikebreakers, the  tactic used by 
the Commission to  some effect previous­
ly. This was done by a work-in at Mun- 
morah power station which obstructed 
and finally ended this strikebreaking. Pol­
ice were brought in to  protect the engin­
eers bu t this was met w ith  disciplined 
courage th a t won through. This phase o f 
the struggle was reported in Tribune in 
several issues in June and July.
The Sydney Morning Herald (July 17) 
published extracts from  a “ confidential 
docum ent” issued by Fife (NSW Minister 
for Mines and Power) which tells the 
story from  the government side (w ith all 
the expected emotive exaggerations, in ­
cluding “ sabotage” ). The report stated:
“The docum ent lists more than 300 in ­
stances o f strike action, some accompanied 
by intim idation, violence and sabotage, in 
the past four m onths in the  unionists’ cam­
paign for a 35-hour week.
“The docum ent issued by Mr. Fife says: 
‘The actions resorted to  by the men have 
gone beyond anything previously encount­
ered and are similar to  those advocated by 
the so-called “worker con tro l” groups 
which have recently emerged '
“ The docum ent adds: ‘The them e of the 
(Newcastle Workers’ Control) conference 
was the developm ent o f tactics which 
would “ encroach upon the prerogatives of 
m anagement” by means o f “work-ins,” 
“ sit-ins,” and o ther acts o f defiance.’
‘"These tactics have been followed in the
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power stations and there have been several 
cases in which em ployees stood dow n for 
refusal o f du ty  have refused to  leave the 
site.’
"A t o ther times, large num bers o f men 
had remained w ithin the premises after 
finishing tim e to  harass supervisory staff 
engineers and set up pickets.”
From  the Munmorah work-in on, the 
struggle proceeded through effective w ork­
ers’ control over power generation. The 
Askin Government responded by in troduc­
ing savage restrictions on  industry and d o ­
mestic consumers. Hundreds o f thousands 
of workers were laid off; government, em­
ployers and the  media tried to  use this as 
a weapon against the workers (and also 
as a political stick to  beat the Labor Par­
ty). But tw o events exploded this provo­
cation in the face of Askin and Company. 
The power workers broke through the 
media blackout, proving tha t they were 
producing enough power for industry to 
run. Then the NSW Branch o f the Amal­
gamated Metal W orkers’ Union called on 
its members to  demand their jobs, in a 
press advertisem ent which appeared on 
Thursday, June 28.
The next day, a virtually spontaneous 
developm ent took  place: a t several factor­
ies, the workers turned on the power in 
defiance o f Government restrictions and 
their own em ployers’ instructions. That 
night, the Government lifted the restrict­
ions. They very correctly estim ated that 
this would spread like wildfire; on  the 
Monday, this would have happened at 
hundreds o f  workplaces. This was a new 
and potentially mass explosive assertion of 
w orkers' control. There was nothing else 
for Askin to  do  bu t retreat, or face mass 
civil disobedience -  showing how even a 
struggle of a relatively few workers can 
spark o ff a mass movement which challen­
ges constituted authority .
Strength o f the elemental impulses push­
ing w orkers’ control forward - arising ou t 
of the depths o f intensifying and even new 
contradictions of capitalist society -  is il­
lustrated in o ther struggles o f recent times. 
These include the steelworkers’ action 
against BHP (also reaching a crucial stage 
as this is w ritten) and the Ford struggle 
which exploded at Broadmeadows in mid 
June.
Steelworkers’ massive rejection of the 
official recom m endation imposed by Hur- 
rell and Short o f the Ironworkers to  
accept a miserably inadequate offer cook­
ed up  betw een Judge Cahill and BHP dra­
matically illustrates the new temper abroad 
in the w orker’s movement It is no exag­
geration to  say that a revolt of the low- 
paid and largely immigrant workers has 
begun, shown by the Ford and BHP w ork­
ers. A com ponent of this revolt is social 
as well as industrial. This new develop­
ment will strongly impact the whole move­
m ent; tbose who fail to understand its 
deeper causes and its significance will lose 
out. The Right has already dropped be­
hind; no one is assured o f keeping abreast 
w ithout serious efforts to  understand and 
help unleash the powerful forces locked 
away in the  immigrant workforce.
Still another example is the looming 
clash between General Motors-Holden and 
its em ployees at Elizabeth (South A ustra­
lia) over GM-H management’s decision to 
transfer its Elizabeth assembly line to 
Dandenong. This has been challenged by 
the  workers, who have banned all dism antl­
ing work. This is a fundam ental challenge 
to the sacred “rights” o f  management, 
and to one of the most arrogant and big 
gest monopolies in the world; it is another 
assertion o f workers’ control.
This struggle highlights another issue; the 
relationship between the trade union move­
m ent, job  organisation and the worker con­
tro l movement. The Sydney Morning Her­
ald (July 17) reports:
“ Militant car industry shop stewards 
have taken control o f the General Motors- 
Holden dispute from  the  SA Trades and 
Labor Council and their unions. The Lab­
or Council’s secretary, Mr. J. E. Shannon,
... said he had learned only this m orn­
ing tha t the  shop stewards had reimposed 
a ban last Thursday on the transfer of 
tools and equipm ent... The convenor o f 
the Amalgamated Metal Workers’ Union 
shop stewards, Mr. E. Gnatenko, said the 
shop stewards, and not the Labor Council, 
were running the dispute.
“ Senior Labor Council sources (sic) said 
the  GM H dispute ... was shaping om inous­
ly like the  two-month-old strike at Ford’s 
Broadmeadows plant in V ictoria.”
This raises anew an issue which has long 
bedevilled the Australian trade union move­
ment -  the  relationship betw een the offici 
al trade union movement and the workers' 
job  organisations. This assumes a new di 
mension as the ideas o f worker control 
develop. A clash took place in 1960 over 
the role of the shop com m ittee move­
ment, particularly in Victoria. Albert Monk, 
then ACTU President, resisted the  shop 
com m ittee movement and forced through 
the 1961 ACTU Congress a “Charter for 
Shop Com m ittees,” which restricted the 
shop com m ittees’ initiative and powers.
At the Garden Island Naval Dockyard in 
Sydney, where the Navy-dominated m a­
nagement sticks rigidly to  the ACTU 
Charter, the workers, on the initiative of 
their Vigilance Committee, are currently 
discussing a new draft Constitution which 
not only expands the dem ocratic rights of 
the workers and their organisation but 
poses a militant challenge to  the so-called 
rights o f management.
The essential issue here is union d e ­
mocracy. It is encouraging tha t the Fed­
eral ALP Conference upheld the principle 
o f membership election of officials, in 
place o f the collegiate principle. But the 
right to vote in union elections every 
three years or so, w ithout effective parti­
cipation, activity and control no more en­
sures union democracy than a similar right 
to cast a parliamentary vote ensures real 
democracy in capitalist society as a whole.
Even more im portant, a single union or 
the whole union movement can never be 
really powerful and effective w ithout strong 
and effective grassroots workplace organisa­
tion, involving its members consciously in 
all aspects of union activity and decision­
making. Those who try  to  scare the union 
movement by the Broadmeadows experien­
ce only show they have learnt nothing of 
the real lessons it bears for union m o­
vement.
This whole issue will almost certainly 
find expression in some way or another at 
the ACTU Congress in Septem ber. It will 
need serious discussion before, at, and af­
ter the Congress, because it is central to 
the future advance o f the Australian w ork­
ers’ movement. In the past, individual mili­
tan t unions had to assert the right to  strug­
gle for workers’ demands free o f restrictions 
by Rightwing-controlled ACTU o r Labor 
Councils. This enabled unions to make big 
advances in wages and conditions (e.g., 
over-award payments), and also helped to 
tip  the balance in the ACTU itself. And 
the  most effective o f these struggles were 
by  those unions which were based upon 
strong workplace organisation, and in those 
industries where workers o f all unions 
came together in shop com m ittees and 
stewards’ organisation.
A major need is to  strengthen w ork­
place organisation. This should receive all- 
ou t support by the Left at the ACTU 
Congress, contesting the issue w ith the 
Right and all those who find affinity  with 
the idea o f a top-directed and tightly-con- 
trolled workers' movement. Mr. Hawke’s 
statem ent of principle is welcome, that, 
should there be a conflict between his 
ALP presidency and his union position, he 
would stand by the unions. It is even more
im portant tha t the union movement be in­
dependent and strongly based upon w ork­
ers’ self-action.
The dialectical relationship between the 
union movement and w orkers’ control will 
constantly arise as the worker control m o­
vement develops. This is many-sided and 
complex. On the one side, there is a fear 
that workers’ control is “anti-union,” held 
as a m atter o f faith by  the Rightwing 
and shared by some who consider them ­
selves Left. On the o ther side, some see 
the workers' control movement as an al­
ternative to the trade union movement, 
regarded as hopelessly bureaucratic and 
conservative. Serious revolutionaries should 
tackle developm ent o f interaction between 
the two real and vital movements, both 
theoretically and practically. The builders 
laborers’ experience in NSW shows that 
the tw o are by no means incompatible, 
just as it shows how the new militant u n ­
ionism can becom e a powerful force in 
building a coalition o f industrial workers 
and o ther social groupings which challenges 
the powers o f entrenched authority.
From  this can come the necessary and 
genuine independence o f the w orkers’ move­
ment in the present period o f a Labor Gov­
ernm ent w ithin which different policies and 
ideologies are still contending. Without this 
independence of the workers’ movement, 
no effective challenge to  m onopoly capital 
can develop. The main targets and direct­
ion of the w orkers’ movement should a l­
ways be the capitalist class and the react­
ionary political forces. In this struggle, it 
will more and more become clear that 
the Labor Government cannot be neutral 
between capital and labor, tha t a choice 
must be made. Nor should the Left treat 
the clear differences w ithin the ALP as 
unim portant or trickery. They are real 
enough; even more decisive, workers in 
action regard them  as im portant. The de­
cisive thing is to  fight ou t the real issues 
which life continually presents, as m ono­
poly capital puts on the pressure with all 
the resources and levers it commands, 
within Australia and from  outside.
The revolutionary Left has to challenge 
the basic hold o f  bourgeois ideology upon 
all society, including the working class 
and all potentially revolutionary social 
groups. We cannot even begin this challen­
ge effectively w ithout that combination 
of theory  and practice which transforms 
theory into a material force, so that move­
ments crystallise around new concepts 
which challenge the bourgeois ideas main­
taining the  system and its power struct­
ures.
